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The Story of Clairvoyance 


It would be hard to say when the first 
clairvoyance experiment was conducted, if 
only because it is debatable just what can 
properly be said to constitute an experi- 
ment, But if Dr. Franz Anton Mesmer 
was an experimental scientist—and it 
seems safe to characterize him as such— 
then experiments in what we would today 
call clairvoyance were carried out well 
back in the eighteenth century. When 
Mesmer asked questions of his entranced 
patients and received answers which they 
could not have acquired through sensory 
or rational processes, he was essentially 
carrying out ESP tests. 

Among Mesmer’s followers there de- 
veloped the practice of using a specially 
gifted individual in the mesmeric trance 
to diagnose the ailments of patients and 
to locate pains and other symptoms. long 
after “mesmerism’ became known as 
“hypnotism,” as it did by the middle of 
the nineteenth century, the subject in 
trance was considered to have a special 
capacity for clairvoyant cognition. An- 
other type of clairvoyance experiment 
using hypnosis which was carried out in 
Europe and America is what is called 
“travelling clairvoyance’—tests in which 
the subject was told to travel by ESP 
to a distant place and report what was 
going on there. 

After the establishment of the psychical 
research societies -in the eighties and 
thereafter, most of the interest was in 
telepathy. This was especially so in Eng- 
land, although some clairvoyance experi- 
ments were carried out there by Mrs. 
Sidgwick as well as by Richet in France, 
and by Robertson in the U. S. A.; and 
scattered tests using token objects were 
made with special subjects like Ossowiecki 
pnd Senora de Reyes on into the present 
century. 


The comparative lack of interest in 
clairvoyance, especially in the English- 
speaking world, was probably based on a 
philosophical preference. It may be that 
telepathy (ESP of the thoughts of an- 
other person) seemed to have implications 
suggesting a spiritual theory of the nature 
of man, while clairvoyance (ESP of ob- 
jective things and events) may have sug- 
gested a possible materialistic basis. How- 
ever unfounded the impression may have 
been, it indicated that cultural factors 
probably had an important influence on the 
initiation or retardation of scientific study 
in this field. 

When the research began in the thirties 
at the Parapsychology Laboratory of 
Duke University, the investigators were 
interested primarily in the basic question 
of whether any extrasensory mode of per- 
ception could be shown to occur under 
carefully controlled experimental condi- 
tions. The first step was the development 
of a standardized procedure for testing 
various hypotheses, and the ESP card test 
was one of the tools they developed. It 
Was based on a 25-card deck made up of 
ejual numbers of five symbols, and each 
call, therefore, had a one-fifth probability. 

The conditions of the tests were stand- 
ardized and were equally applicable to 
clairvoyance or telepathy. It was fairly 
obvious, however, that the clairvoyance 
test required much less complexity of con- 
trols than the test of telepathy. For ex- 
ample, telepathy involves two individuals, 
a sender and a receiver, while only one 
subject participates in a simple clair- 
voyanee test. Accordingly, clairvoyance 
allowed a safer and more convenient 
method, and this proved an important ad- 
vantage in establishing the case for ESP. 

Up to the time of these investigations, 
there had not heen any clear-cut differ- 


entiation between telepathy and clair- 
voyance in interpreting test results, This 
meant that all so-called telepathy results 
could possibly have been due to clair- 
voyance since an object was always pres- 
ent. (For instance, if there was a written 
record of the order in which the agent 
looked at the cards, the subject might 
have been able to get this information by 
clairvoyance. ) 

It proved a difficult problem to elimi- 


nate the possibility of clairvoyance from’ 


telepathy tests. It was not difficult, how- 
ever, to separate telepathy from clair- 
voyance; all that was required was the 
elimination of the sender or agent. To 
test clairvoyance, it was necessary merely 
to ask the subject to identify by ESP a 
ecard (or other object) which was not 
known to any other person and which 
was concealed from the subject in such 
a way that he could not possibly use any 
sensory means of finding out what it was. 
When the research started, it was con- 
sidered that a sufficient number of trials 
at a sufficiently high (or low) rate of 
scoring under these conditions would 
demonstrate clairvoyance and that ample 
confirmation of results by independent 
experimenters would leave no argument 
as to whether the existence of clair- 
voyance had been established. The 
Pearce-Pratt series conducted at Duke 
in 1933 and 1934 was an experiment of 
this type. It has stood its ground against 
all criticism regarding elimination of sen- 
sory cues—unless one were to consider 
the possibility that the subject, Hubert 
Pearce, and the two investigators, J. B. 
Rhine and J. G. Pratt, were all engaged 
in a conspiracy to deceive. Many other 
series of clairvoyance tests were carried 
out under comparably well controlled con- 
ditions, although not many had as highly 
significant a scoring rate as that one. 
When sensory cues had thus been elimi- 
nated as an alternative to the clairvoyance 
hypothesis, a debate started over whether 
the results could have been due to a com- 
bination of telepathy and precognition— 
that is, whether the subject might have 
used precognitive telepathy to foresee the 
card order when it was later checked by 
the experimenter. This objection was met 
by a more elaborate clairvoyance test 
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method developed and used in the Pratt- 
Woodruff series reported in 1939. In 
this method the experimenter handled the 
cards behind a screen, sorting them face 
down into one or another of five piles 
designated by the subject as he tried to 
match them to five target cards. The fact 
that the experimenter did not keep track 
of the order of the cards as he put them 
down kept the subject, in placing each 
card, from identifying by precognitive 
telepathy what the experimenter’s ex- 
perience of the card would be when he 
later looked at it in the checking. In 
brief, the experimenter did not know 
which card was which as far as order 
of trials went. Clairvoyance seems to 
stand as the unchallenged explanation of 
the results. No other type of psi phe- 
nomenon holds as clearly supported a 
status. 
It is a good question whether clairvoy- 
ance is a distinctive phenomenon; that is, 
whether it is a different capacity from 
telepathy, for instance. It may perhaps 
be nothing more than a general ESP 
process directed toward objective targets, 
such as cards. The results at present 
available do not make a final judgment 
possible. The current tendency among 
some parapsychologists is to think of ESP 
as one basic capacity, with only the differ- 
ences in the target or its condition to 
determine whether it is telepathy, clair- 
yoyance, or even precognition. At our 
present stage, this is necessarily a specu- 
lative view, but it is by no means an un- 
esupported inference. It is in keeping 
with the integrative or unitary emphasis 
in scientific thought to look upon psi 
capacity, not as a group of separate func- 
tions, but as a manifestation of the per- 
sonality as a whole, specific to whatever 
particular test situation may be involved. 
There still seems to be little interest 
in testing clairvoyance in Britain, though 
a few studies have been made in the last 
few years, Elsewhere such tests have 
gone ahead with much the original em- 
phasis given them at Duke. One of the 
most interesting questions raised in this 
connection is why S. G. Soal and his 
colleagues in England have not obtained 
evidence of clairvoyance even though they 
have tested for it. There is no doubt 


of Soal’s predilection for the telepathy 
type of ESP and his hesitancy over ac- 
cepting clairvoyance even though many 
others have obtained evidence of it, and 
it is reasonable to suppose that his sub- 
jects might be influenced by his point of 
view to the extent that they would not 
show any clairvoyance. But in some of 
his experiments the two kinds of tests 
were alternated without the subject's 
knowing which was which, and still clair- 
voyance failed to register. 

Up until now one could always say in 
such cases that perhaps the subject did 
not have clairvoyant ability. In last 
September's number of the Journal of 
Parapsychology, however, there was an 
account of some experiments with a 
Spanish girl, Maria, who was discovered 
by Mr. and Mrs. Langdon-Davies to be 
an unusually good ESP subject. Maria 
had high scores in clairvoyance tests with 
the Langdon-Davies’, but when Soal 
visited her and conducted some experi- 
ments, the telepathy type tests gave high 
scores while the clairvoyance scores 
dropped to chance. If Maria continues 
to show clairvoyant ability with one in- 
vestigator to whom clairvoyance is as 
acceptable intellectually as telepathy, but 
immediately fails when investigators take 
over to whom it is less acceptable, we 
may have here more striking evidence 


.than we have had hitherto, that the ex- 


perimenter plays an important role in the 
psi test. Whatever one experimenter or 
another thinks about clairvoyance, it is 
unquestionably the best established of the 
various types of psi phenomena and there 
is no danger that the evidence is going to 
be argued out of existence. 
“* 


An Announcement 

We regretfully announce that this is to 
be the last number of the Parapsycnot- 
ocy Buiietin. It is necessary for us 
to give up publication—for the time being 
at least—because of the excessive burden 
being carried by the editorial personnel 
of the Laboratory. The interest and sup- 
port of our readers have been very much 
appreciated and we hope that at some time 
in the future we may resume, in one form 
or another, the service which the BuLie- 


TIN has rendered to Journal of Parapsy- 
chology readers. Those who have bought 
the BuLietin separately will receive a 
refund for the unexpired portion of their 
subscriptions. 


General News 

Mr. J. G. Van Busschbach of Amster- 
dam, Holland, is spending three months 
at the Parapsychology Laboratory for the 
purpose of discussing research which he 
has carried out with Dutch school children 
and to do further research along the same 
lines in American schools. Mr. Van 
Busschbach is government inspector of 
primary and secondary schools in Amster- 
dam. He is here on a Fulbright travel 
grant and a research grant from the Para- 
psychology Foundation of New York. 

Dr. Gustav Kramer and Dr. Ursula von 
St. Paul of the Max Planck Institut in 
Wilhelmshaven, Germany, have also been 
on a return visit to the Laboratory for a 
period of several months to continue their 
research in collaboration with Dr. J. G. 
Pratt on problems related to direction- 
finding in pigeons. The Office of Naval 
Research is financing the work. 


Mrs. Winnifred Nielsen and Miss Rhea 
White have been appointed Ralph Drake 
Perry Research Fellows in parapsychol- 
ogy for the year 1955-56 and will carry 
out their work in the Parapsychology 
Laboratory of Duke University. The 
awards were made by Mrs. Ralph Drake 
Perry in memory of her husband. 

*“* 


Dr. Carroll B. Nash of the Zoology De- 
partment, St. Joseph's College, Philacel- 
phia, who has been carrying on investi- 
gations in parapsychology for some years, 
has received official recognition of his 
work from the College. He has heen 
authorized to call his research unit 
the Parapsychology Laboratory of St. 
Joseph's College. 

The Kenya Society for Psychical Ke- 
search in Nairobi, East Africa, has been 
revived after some years of inactivity. 
The new president is Mr. A. S. Corden, 
The society is organized into several 
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groups each of which will study a differ- 
ent aspect of the field. The ESP-PK 
section is being led by Mr. H. Marchant. 


Mr. Sigurd Binski, who was engaged 
in research on parapsychological prob- 
lems under the direction of Prof. Sieg- 
fried Behn of the Department of Psy- 
chology at the University of Bonn, dis- 
appeared behind the Iron Curtain while 
visiting relatives in the Soviet zone in 
1950. Mr. Binski has now, after five 
years, returned to West Germany, and 
has explained that he was seized by the 
Russians, who deported him to the far 
north of the Soviet Union. After some 
months of rest and recovery, he plans to 
resume the analysis of the experimental 
data he accumulated at Bonn and eventu- 
ally to make a report on it. 

_* 


Mr. K. Ramakrishna Rao, Lecturer in 
Philosophy at Andhra University in India, 
has submitted a thesis on a parapsycho- 
logical topic as part of his work for the 
M.A. degree at the same university. The 
thesis is a review of the evidence for 
parapsychology and a survey of some of 
the Indian and Western theories concern- 
ing it. The author’s interest lies more in 
the philosophical than the psychological 
aspects of the topic. 

* 


Spontaneous ESP experiences are often 
not so easily verified as the following 
case which was received by Dr. Osis of 
the Parapsychology Laboratory. During 
the summer of 1955, a tailor named 
Joseph Barzal who lives in Gminden, 
Austria, wrote to the Laboratory for in- 
formation about ESP tests. He was in- 
terested, he said, because he often had 
spontaneous experiences. Dr, Osis sent 
general information and instructions to 
him and later, in the course of the corre- 
spondence, received from him the follow- 
ing details of another experience. 

In the fall of 1955, Barzal said, he bet 
three shillings in a soccer pool which was 
organized for charity. The participants 
had to guess the outcome of twelve games 
which were to be played in various coun- 


tries. Three other games were listed in 
case any of the original twelve dropped 
out. Barzal, who says he tried to apply 
ESP according to the information he had 
gathered. guessed the original twelve cor- 
rectly and two out of the three alternates. 
He won 17,969 shillings, the equivalent 
of about seven hundred dollars. Dr. Osis 
wrote to the Austrian Sporttoto, the or- 
ganization which handled the pool, and 
verified the facts. 
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Books and Articles 


Gerda Walther has two chapters, one 
on telepathy and one on mediumistic com- 
munications, in her new book Phdnome- 
nologie der Mystik (Walter-Verlag, 
Olten, Germany). The book is a philo- 
sophical and psychological approach to 
the phenomena of mysticism. The author 
points out that parapsychology helps con- 
siderably in understanding mystical phe- 
nomena, a 


A firsthand report on the “miracles” of 
Lourdes has been written by the Ameri- 
can atthor, Ruth Cranston, Miss Cran- 
ston gives both the factual and human 
interest aspétts of her visit to the Catho- 
lic shrine as well as her own personal 
evaluation of the seemingly miraculous 
cures which take place there. The hook 
is called The Miracle of Lourdes (Me- 
Graw-Hill) 


* 


One of the current best seilers is The 
Search for Bridey Murphy by Morey 
Bernstein (Doubleday). This is an ac- 
count of what was told by a young woman 
under hypnosis who was asked to go back- 
ward in time to a period preceding her 
own birth. She described what appeared 
to be a previous existence as an Irish 
girl, Bridey Murphy, who was born in 
1798. Most of the book is Bridey’s story, 
but there is also a series of appendices 
containing a quantity of straightforward 
information about parapsychology and 
the scientific investigations in the field. 


The Pasarsycnotocy issued 


quarter} 
Others may for ti 


is sent to all Journal of pweapeyehelogy subscribers. 
a year by applying to the editer 


44> 


4 


